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EFFECTIVE WRITING IS ORGANIZED WRITING
By: Melissa N. Henke
University of Kentucky College of Law
Effective legal writers
organize their analysis
with the reader in
mind. This article
focuses on two
common techniques
used in creating
organized writing -
strong topic sentences
and appropriate transi-
tions. Let's put these techniques in context.
Paragraphs are the "building blocks" of le-
gal analysis.1 Topic sentences and transi-
tions are necessary to put those building
blocks together in way that is easy for the
reader to follow and understand. Indeed,
as Judge Rogers of the United States Court
of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit stated in a
2006 Bench & Bar article, good transitions
and topic sentences help ensure that the
reader is "never [ ] in doubt about how your
arguments relate to each other. "
2
STRONG TOPIC OR THESIS SENTENCES
Whether you call them topic sentences or
thesis sentences, it is important to lead off
each paragraph with a sentence that tells
the reader what to expect in that
paragraph. For legal writing, especially per-
suasive writing, a topic sentence should in-
troduce the topic ofthe sentence and also
assert something about the topic.3 That is
why some legal writing texts refer to such
sentences as thesis sentences, because the
goal is to "assert a position on the topic of
the paragraph" more so than just state
what the topic is. 4 Simply put, the first sen-
tence of a paragraph should convey the
conclusion you want the reader to come
away with after reading the paragraph.'
To illustrate, compare the following two ex-
amples to discern the difference between a
sentence that states a topic and one that
states an assertion about a topic. A topic
sentence that does little more than identify
a topic (here, a case), would read some-
thing like this: "Another case that discussed
actual malice is Rosenbloom v. Metrome-
dia, Inc., 403 U.S. 29 (1971)."6 Compare
that with the following topic sentence that
goes further to provide an assertion about
the topic (or a thesis): "The court extended
these protections in Rosenbloom, holding
that plaintiffs in a defamation action would
have to prove actual malice if the published
statements were of public or general inter-
est. Rosenbloom v. Metromedia, 403 U.S.
29(1971)."7 The second topic sentence is
superior to the first because it introduces
the point the paragraph will prove in regard
to the case, rather than just introducing the
case.
Using strong topic sentences is helpful to
the reader in understanding what to expect
from each paragraph, as well as from the
paper overall. That is because when a read-
er skims just the topic sentences in a docu-
ment, she should be able to get a general
understanding of the argument's organiza-
tional structure and its main points.' Thus,
topic sentences are a benefit to the reader
because they guide her through the
organization and substance of the entire
argument.
Topic sentences likewise benefit the writer
in drafting the substance of the argument
in each paragraph. Let me explain. A writer
should limit the content of a paragraph to
information about the thesis or position
asserted in the topic sentence. This is often
called paragraph cohesion9 or unity A
writer can read a topic sentence in a draft
and then check that the focus of the
information written in the paragraph to
follow serves to "prove" the asserted thesis
or position conveyed in the topic sentence,
and can further check that the information
only focuses on that specific thesis or asser-
tion.1" If it does not, then the writer can re-
vise as needed to fill gaps in support or rea-
soning or to create paragraph cohesion."
APPROPRIATE TRANSITIONS
A related technique that effective writers
also employ is use of appropriate transi-
tions. As Bryan Garner explains, the use of
a transition word or phrase in a topic sen-
tence "clearly tells the audience whether
the paragraph expands on the paragraph
before, contrasts with it, or takes a
completely different direction." In other
words, transitions serve as a bridge from
one idea to the next so the reader
understands how the parts of the argument
(or building blocks of legal analysis)
connect and relate to each other.
1 3
Different transitions signal different relation-
ships, so it is important to use an appropri-
ate one to signal the correct relationship
between what the reader has read and
what she is about to read. For example,
some words and phrases signal a transition
for contrast (however), for comparison
(likewise), for concession (granted), and for
conclusion (therefore).1 Other transitions
introduce new or supplemental material
(moreover), point out differences or incon-
sistencies (in contrast), or explain time
relationships (next).1 5 Still other examples of
transitions can be found in most of the
paragraphs in this very column (can you
find them?). Lists of commonly used transi-
tions are readily available online16 and in
legal writing texts or style guides.1 7 Once
you have a good sense of the order and
content of your argument, then is a good
time to pull out such a list. You'll want to
decide which transitions are needed in your
analysis and where they should be added.
Some words or phrases work better than
others, so give thought to which is most
appropriate in light of the connection (or
bridge) you wish to signal. That connection
may be between paragraphs or even
between sentences in a paragraph. 8
CONCLUSION
In sum, effective organization is an impor-
tant characteristic of effective legal writing.
Strong topic sentences and appropriate
transitions are two common, related
techniques you can use to create organized
writing in your next legal document. They
not only serve to guide the reader through
the legal argument in its final version, but
they also assist you, the writer, in confirm-
ing at the draft stage that the analysis is
logically organized and adequately
supported.
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